Introduction
The title of this lecture is taken from a poem entitled "The Summer Day" by Mary Oliver. For most of the poem she meanders through open fields on that gorgeous day, observing details of grasses, bugs, and birds. At the end she muses:
Tell me, what else should I have done? Doesn't everything die at last, and too soon?
Tell me, what is it you plan to do with your one wild and precious life?
The poet here poses the question of vocation. You have only one life, and it is a treasure. It is also finite: some day you will die. How will you spend your hours and your energies? What will you do "with your one wild and precious life?" I chose this title to highlight the astonishing fact that in our day women in remarkable numbers are answering this question by choosing to engage in ministry.
Let us be clear that women have always been ministering in the church, in unofficial and undervalued, though irreplaceable, ways. Think of the millions of women named "anonymous" through the centuries who have handed on the faith and enacted God's love in the world. The better-known story of the ministries of Copyright © 2018, Elizabeth A. Johnson, CSJ, Ph.D. 2 women's religious orders is another magnificent case in point. But now a surging wave of lay women are becoming educated with theological and pastoral skills in order to take initiatives and serve in ministerial positions. The women students and alumnae of the Graduate Program in Pastoral Ministry here at Santa Clara are a good case in point; your ranks are swelled around this country and around the world. What makes this phenomenon so striking is that it is a free choice. No woman has to do this; our culture applies no social pressure on a woman to become active in ministry; women today have multiple career options, and this surely is a path that will make no one rich! What is behind this? It is a matter of vocation.
You may know the lovely line by Frederick Buechner: "The place God calls you to is the place where your deep gladness and the world's deep hunger meet." Women with deep gladness are responding to a call from the Holy Spirit of God, heard deep in their hearts, to take the giftedness of their "one wild and precious life" and meet the world's deep hunger for meaning and healing, liberation and redemption.
I hasten to add that laymen, too, are responding to this call and giving their lives in service to the world through pastoral ministry, and not one of these dedicated lives should be overlooked. But given the history of women's subordination in the church and exclusion from many ministries, a situation that continues even as we speak, the phenomenon of growing numbers of women in 3 pastoral ministry deserves a special look. There are now more qualified women in ministry than ever before in the history of the church. Something new is afoot.
In this lecture I invite you to consider this subject in three points [the proverbial 3] roughly organized in terms of past, present, and future. First, we will place this development in an historical framework. Second, we will move .to the spiritual heart of the matter, the vocational call to ministry rooted in women's baptism. And third, in view of the conflicts and ambiguities that continue to plague much of women's experience in the field, we will draw encouragement from the dangerous memory of biblical women to accompany us into the future.
I. PAST: Historical Framework
Let me start with reference to my own experience in the ministry of theology. When I was a graduate student in the 1970's I loved learning about the great theologians of the Christian tradition, from Augustine in the 4th century, to Thomas Aquinas and Bonaventure in the 13th, to Karl Rahner and Gustavo Gutierrez in the 20th century. But one day a question struck me: where are the women? It's not as if women were not actually there in the church, believing and contributing. But in the midst of all these men's great insights, I became appalled by the silence of women's voices and the absence of their spiritual wisdom. Then I realized I had no women professors; and not one assigned reading in any course or Copyright © 2018, Elizabeth A. Johnson, CSJ, Ph.D. 4 comprehensive exam list was by a woman author. Upon reflection I realized that it is no accident that until recently women have not been theologians. Barred from schools where theology was taught, and from priesthood with its office to teach, women were excluded because of our so-called feminine nature, which, men taught, was less rational, less strong, and less Christ-like than their own. The same thinking barred women from pastoral ministry.
Two events changed this picture, one in the church and one in civil society.
Church: One cannot underestimate the transforming effects of the Second Vatican Council. It retrieved the ancient but forgotten idea that the church is not just an institution but a holy community, the whole People of God, everyone together. While respecting the office of priest and bishop, it taught that there is a universal call to holiness for all the baptized, one and the same holiness given by the Holy Spirit, whether one is lay or ordained. It also taught that every baptized person shares in Christ's ministry of prophet, priest, and king -or in more contemporary language -speaker of the word of God, mediator of grace, and leader in the community. Consequently, it encouraged lay participation in ministry within the church and to the wider world.
To appreciate the startling quality of the Council's teaching, consider what had preceded it for centuries. Christianity took shape in a culture where elite men Copyright © 2018, Elizabeth A. Johnson, CSJ, Ph.D. 5 held power over women, other men, children, and slaves. As the church grew and became more established, its leaders adopted this pattern, called patriarchy, for its own internal life. Patriarchy refers to a structure where power is always in the hands of dominant man or men. Let me be very clear that we are talking about a structural system here, a pattern of relationship that pre-determines the roles men and women play. Within this system, some men are humanly mature and spiritually advanced; they may be very respectful of women and even love them. This analysis does not critique men as individuals. But it names the system whereby the church organizes its members. And that structure, designed by men, places men and women in unequal roles. The church's sacred texts, symbols (especially image of God), doctrines, laws, rituals, and governing offices are all created and led by men, with women meant to listen and obey. It is no accident that in that framework major male thinkers defined women in derogatory terms, as second Eves who lead men into sin, according to Tertullian, or a "defective male," according to Thomas Aquinas, and on & on.
What a contrast was posed by conciliar teaching about the universal call to holiness coupled with the call of lay persons to active discipleship in ministry. It is pretty clear that when the bishops at the Council taught about the laity, they were thinking mainly of men, not women. But we were there, listening and ready to step to a degree that is not reciprocal. This is not to make women into a class of victims nor to deny women's agency, both sinful and graced, which is abundant. But it is to underscore statistics that make clear the inequity women face in society because of their gender. In no country on earth are women and men yet equal.
Catholic women found that undergirding their engagement in this movement was another teaching of the Council on the dignity of all human persons. and rejected it. Reclaiming the goodness of being female, they experienced that being a woman is a blessing, not a defect. A spiritual reformation took place in women's psyches. Silent and invisible for centuries, they started speaking out, and struggling to take their rightful place. Today every woman who chooses to commit herself to ministry is participating in an historic moment; her personal decision is growing the church and society toward a more graced future.
II. Baptismal identity
If 
III. On the road with biblical women
Having looked at two major historical factors that opened the door to women in ministry (past), and considered theology that undergirds it (present), let us turn attention to the future. The reality of women in ministry is a work in progress.
There is no crystal ball that reveals how it will develop. Along with amazing breakthroughs and ways carved out in the wilderness, there are also dead-ends; rather than rivers in the desert, just drought. Discouragement, which is part of every life, can become severe. Ways forward are found in multiple ways: deep, contemplative prayer; mutual support groups; humor (often ironic) that lets off anger and sparks resistance; and so on. Add to these strengths one more: the stories of biblical women. You might be thinking that these people, too, belong to the past.
But remembering them can be a dangerous spur to hope.
The Magdalene's teaching and, encouraged by her words, they go out to preach.
No scholar thinks this ever really happened. But the book was written in the 18 second century when the struggle over women's leadership in ministry was raging.
As feminist scholars explain, the writer used the figure "Of course," they answer, "but his body must be anointed!" They keep walking.
"There's no one to roll away the stone," I object.
Are they courageous, or just naive? "There's no one else to anoint him," they counter firmly, and keep walking.
Ahead I see sunlight glinting off Roman steel.
"There's no one to protect you!" I protest.
They nod and keep walking, their jars balanced and full. (Courageous, I decide). Thank you!
